Abstract: In this article we present a qualitative analysis of empirical findings from an international project on intergroup attitudes and contact in five Central European countries specifically concerning language use. The project concentrated on the interplay of intergroup contact and perception between the members of national groups in the borderlands between the Czech Republic and Austria, Germany, Poland and Slovakia. The open statements analysed here about the contact situations and the ensuing evaluation of the Others were collected as part of an online questionnaire (N=1959). After a short theoretical introduction we reveal the intertwined nature of construing language use: first in each specific borderland, then in the triads speaking together either in the native language of one of the groups (Czechs with Austrians and Germans) or with each speaking their own native languages (Czechs with Poles and Slovaks). Finally we highlight several effects we have observed as a result of being able to compare the situation in more than one neighbourhood, for instance, the effect of the different statuses of the languages involved, or the connection between the language used in contact and a feeling of proximity.
Introduction
In this paper we present a qualitative analysis of specific empirical findings from an international research project, that concentrated on the interplay of intergroup contact and percep-tions between the members of national groups in the borderlands between the Czech Republic and each of the neighbouring states-Austria, Germany, Poland and Slovakia (but not on contact between the members of the neighbouring states). We have collected rich empirical material, both quantitative and qualitative. For this paper we have specifically chosen to discuss the qualitative analysis of open statements concerning language use in intergroup contact.
One reason for choosing language as our focus was that apparently (based on the frequency with which it was mentioned) our participants considered it to be one of the most important aspects of contact with Others. Another reason was that we assume along with Whorf (1956, 252 ) that language has a special role to play in our appropriation of the world:
language is not simply a reporting device for experience but a defining framework for it. (...) every language is a vast pattern-system, different from others, in which are culturally ordained the forms and categories by which the personality not only communicates, but also analyzes nature, notices or neglects types of relationship and phenomena, channels his reasoning, and builds the house of his consciousness.
Although our article has no particular ambition in terms of conducting a deeper linguistic analysis, we will try to show that the possibility of understanding our neighbours' language (and all that it represents, specified above) has considerable influence on how we perceive them.
In this paper we complete the analysis of all four pairs of countries in relation to language use. This had only been partially completed previously (e.g. Czechs and Poles- Leix 2012 , Czechs and Germans-Petrjánošová 2012 , Czechs and Austrians-Petrjánošová, Graf 2012 , and moreover we put together the material from all the borderlands instead of working on just one. Thus previously indistinguishable overlaps, contrasts and a generally more complex picture have appeared. Although we have tried to stay focused on language, this was not entirely possible, as the theme of language is deeply connected to several other important concepts, e.g. our own identity as well as that of the others.
How intertwined are language, identity and perceived difference?
What is most often and most easily observed and evaluated in Others, members of other (not only national) groups? The answer is their behaviour, their mentality-what they are like (or at least how they appear to be) and the language they speak. We have analyzed the (reported) behaviour of the participants of our research during contacts with the neighbouring nation elsewhere (see e.g. Hřebíčková, Kouřilová 2012; Kouřilová, Hřebíčková 2011; Kouřilová 2011; Petrjánošová 2012) . This behaviour-their own actions as well as the actions of Others-was sometimes connected to each group's "mentality" in the explanations of the participants. "Mentality" is a broad concept, most often explained in essentialist terms, as being something unchangeable and acquired at birth, through upbringing or education (for more details on essentialism see Geertz 1973; Lášticová 2006 Lášticová , 2009 Kanovský 2009 ). The status of language is thereby special in several ways. Among the most important of these is the fact that in an ethnical sense Otherness can often be recognized (and shown or concealed, even if the latter is quite complicated) by the use of a specific language and thus the individual's identity is co-construed through language use.
But general ideas on the nature of and differences between languages are also of importance, e.g. the status differentiation between "real" languages and "just dialects". The higher or lower status of a language can be taken into account in negotiations over whether a specific group should be acknowledged as a nation or not, which, in turn can have very specific and practical consequences, e.g. whether the international community does or does not acknowledge the claims of an ethnic group for their own state (the Basques, Catalans, etc.). Language and linguistic competence are thus key factors in ethnolinguistic identity construction (Carli et al. 2003) . Furthermore, different languages (even where all of them are given official language status and none is considered a dialect) have different levels of prestige (e.g. Appel and Muysken 2006; Clément 1986 ). Thus several socio-psychological phenomena related at the same time to language issues as well as to power issues can be observed, e.g. the evaluation of different languages, positive or negative language attitudes, including willingness to study them or to communicate in them, etc. (Phillipson 1992 in Carli et al. 2003 .
In general, border communities provide good opportunities for studying the interplay between language and identity as it is lived and experienced in everyday life. Sometimes the borders between national states and between linguistic groups are not exactly identical, sometimes they are both relatively clearly cut and overlapping. For example, the border between Germany and the Czech Republic is also a linguistic border-members of both groups use mainly their own language and for them it is a self-evident marker of their own as well as the Others' identity. It is a similar case with the Czech Republic and Austria, and the Czech Republic and Poland; although in the case of Poland the kinship between Czech and Polish plays an important role. The border between the Czech Republic and the Slovak Republic is a special case; firstly because it is relatively new-it was established only in 1993, when the Czechoslovak Republic split (peacefully) into two independent states. The second reason is that from the viewpoint of language use, the former federative republic functioned on the principle of perceptive bilingualism and bilingual communication (see more details in Nábělková 2008), i.e. that everybody, Slovak or Czech, spoke their native language and it was assumed that they could understand the language of the other national group. The understanding was partly "natural" as the two languages belong to the same language family and share many words and it was partly determined through TV, radio and other media, where the languages were alternated (although there was a more or less 1:2 ratio in favour of Czech as there were more Czechs than Slovaks, see more details in Nábělková 2008) .
Methodology
The main data collection method used in the project was an online questionnaire with several attitude and evaluation scales, as well as a feeling thermometer of emotional relations and one open statement question about the situations of contact and an ensuing evaluation of the Others. As mentioned above, the project included participants from the Czech Republic and each of the neighbouring states-Austria, Germany, Poland and Slovakia (N=1959). In this article we shall set aside the data from the quantitative part of the questionnaire and concentrate only on the analysis of the open statements for all pairs of countries:
2 Czech (N=202) and Austrian (N=168), Czech (N=210) and German (N=152), Czech (N=392) and Polish (N=307), and Czech (N=260) and Slovak (N=268) participants.
The exact phrasing of the question was: "Before we begin, think of an experience with a German person, either when you were abroad or here in the Czech Republic. How did the German person behave in this specific situation? How did you behave? Please describe this situation in the space below" (for Czech participants interacting with Germans). Of course, not every statement was a half-page summary, some of them just briefly stated they had had no experience at all but we have still obtained many statements rich in various types of information about the contact experienced. The material was "substantial" enough to conduct many partial analyses. Using both thematic and basic critical discourse analysis, we concentrated on perceptions of the other national group including the emotional component, ascribed characteristics, thematized differences and similarities, references to any broadly shared stereotypes, as well as the language of contact and the consequences of this choice elsewhere (see Leix 2011 Leix , 2012 Leix and Petrjánošová 2012; Petrjánošová 2010 Petrjánošová , 2011 Petrjánošová , 2012 . While in the previous papers we worked with one pair, at most two pairs, of neighbours, in this paper we shall focus-for the first time-on language use in its broader context, considering statements of all four pairs of neighbours, comparing them and pointing out differences and overlaps not yet discussed.
Empirical findings
Although we asked directly about experiences with members of the other national group and did not mention language in our question for open statements (see above), there were an enormous number of references to language in statements from all the countries. Based on this fact we assume that for our participants language was one of the most "shaping" aspects of the contact with Others.
So how did the participants in our research speak about the language of contact? Did they really construe membership in ethnic groups and the borders between them through language? Did they ascribe different status to the specific languages (implicitly or explicitly?) How did they evaluate them? We looked at the spectrum of shared opinions and at what was missing.
The participants referred to many themes and aspects in what they said concerning language. There was only a minimum of statements where it was not clear what language had been used during the intergroup contact; although in many of them this information was only implicit (see below). Some statements were about language in their entirety, e.g. when the participants explained how the language of contact was negotiated and what emotions it aroused in them (I was sorry, I felt regret, I am angry, it is annoying). In others a specific experience was described and the language of contact was mentioned in passing, as if it was not important at all. In some statements the language was explicitly connected to identity, group membership and the status of different nations. In others the national group membership was just automatically assumed because of language use without further thoughts and the theme was something entirely different, for example, shopping.
We realized that even if language proved to be an extremely important theme in all the pairs of countries, in different pairs of neighbouring countries different aspects were strengthened. Therefore we shall start with the particular features that were important for each pair of national groups and only then go on to the more general level enabled by the scope of our project-to comparisons within the two kinds of intergroup contact that differed quite predictably. It is not very surprising that intergroup communication works quite differently between two nations belonging to the Slavic language family, and between two nations where one speaks a Slavic language and the other a Germanic one-this is because the languages are very different and cannot be understood without previous study. Moreover, as we shall attempt to show, the perception of the perceived similarity or dissimilarity between languages is not connected only to the "objective" characteristics of the languages but also to the socio-historic context of the contact between the national groups. There are two major links in the statements of respondents in Polish-Czech pairs. The first is related to language as a means of communication; while in the second, language is often a direct topic in these statements.
Czechs and Poles
Both the communication tool and particular topic are clearly determined by the common language background of the respondents. The similarity between Polish and Czech and the fact that both belong to the Slavic language group is the main reason why both Czechs and Poles prefer to use their native languages in mutual contacts. However, Polish respondents emphasize their common origins more than the Czechs do-see selected statements: The last of the most important factors is the noticeably emotional form of Polish statements, especially in comparison to the more factual, pragmatic descriptions by Czech respondents. Rating objectivity or emotions is certainly quite a subjective matter; just as an example, we can try to demonstrate the noticeable difference in the degree of emotionality in Polish and Czech statements by comparing the use of universal "strengthening" adverbs, such as "very", "really" and so forth, and others expressing high intensity. In the first thirty Polish and Czech statements the ratio of strengtheners was 35:14, which is unlikely to be a coincidence. The following is a good example of an emotional confession:
Some time ago I had an internship in an employment agency. One of the things I had to do was register candidates for employment in the Netherlands. One day a guy came to us from the Czech Republic and I must admit that that I still have very fond memories of that time. Although we communicated on a purely formal basis, I have to say that the Czech guy made a very positive impression on me: he smiled and was intelligent, I felt very good while communicating with him in Polish. He didn't understand some things, but I tried my best to explain any ambiguities to him, and it worked out very well. I felt very good during this interaction. (PL>CZ, 64, emphasis added)
We thus end this brief overview of the most important distinguishing elements on the theme of language in Polish and Czech respondents' statements (for detailed analysis on this subject see Leix 2012; .
In order to gain a fuller understanding of the-relatively varied-attitudes of respondents from either side of the Czech-Polish border we need to consider the socio-cultural and linguistic context in which they arise. We provide this in the section on comparisons between Czechs-Poles-Slovaks.
Slovaks and Czechs-"somehow in the end we always understand each other"
When Slovaks and Czechs communicated together, the Slovaks generally used Slovak and Czechs used Czech and this rarely caused problems or just minor problems in understanding:
Because I live in a student dormitory during the week, I meet Slovaks a lot. They behave very friendly towards me. Sometimes I have some problems translating but somehow in the end we always understand each other. I am definitely not against them. (CZ>SK 1504) When evaluating the communication, often the participants thematized the non-existence of a language barrier, sometimes they even went so far as to explain that because of the familiarity of the other language (the two languages belong to the Slavic language family and are familiar to the other national group as well) they do not see it as a "real foreign language" and neither do they see the other nation as "real foreigners": I usually come across Czechs at school, we have ten of them in our class, I get along with them like with any other people, there is no language barrier between us we do not really notice that we are from different republics. (SK>CZ 2763) Although the other language is familiar and not foreign, the participants noticed and commented upon differences between the languages and quite often they evaluated the language of the Others very positively: (CZ>SK 1463) Exceptionally, the participants refer to switching to the other language-the native language of their communication partner-and it is interesting that Slovaks and Czechs give different reasons for that.
There are only two Czech references to switching languages and both introduce more complex themes than just a change in language code. In the first case when the Czech person started to speak Slovak, the Slovak person did not understand her reasons and did not like it-I was speaking Slovak, she thought I was making fun of her (CZ>SK 1577). In the second case the use of a specific language might be related to ascribed identity:
A friend of mine, she married and moved to Slovakia. I went to see her….I had the impression that when I was speaking Czech, the Slovaks kept their distance, a big distance. I started to speak Slovak and the distance disappeared. (CZ>SK 1595) When the Czech participant spoke Czech in Slovakia, the Slovaks realised she was Czech and they may have held some negative preconceptions about the national group as a whole, which she describes as a big distance. When she spoke Slovak, we assume that they still realised she was Czech, but they saw her as a Czech person trying to be nice and friendly and perhaps the different, nicer, behaviour towards her followed from this ascription.
The Slovaks who spoke Czech or translated parts of what they said into Czech described a different situation. They stated that they switched in an attempt to be understood and often spoke about switching in passing; quite often it did not change their positive evaluation of the communication:
I have good experiences with the people of the Czech Republic…I haven't had any problems communicating with them, even when I had to speak their language because they didn't understand Slovak. (SK>CZ 51) But in some cases not understanding the other-the Czech-side was evaluated in very negative terms, generally when it was described as deliberate or in terms of too little effort being made or as an insufficient willingness to understand. Then not understanding was connected to themes of arrogance, as in the following extract for example: This participant even wrote the last (underlined) part in Czech, perhaps in order to narrate the story in an interesting way, perhaps also to strengthen his point, showing how he can also speak Czech just, according to his statement, as any Slovak can.
Coming back to the Slovaks and Czechs, there was a special subtheme about very emotionally loaded instances of non-understanding: a narrative about how today Czech children and young people cannot understand Slovak (any more). This narrative was very common on both sides. The participants sometimes expressed sadness, sometimes surprise, and sometimes regret, for example: In the case of the Czechs and Germans an interesting asymmetry showed up systematically in the language chosen for communication between the members of the national groups and in their attitudes to this choice. Almost universally everybody (the Germans as well as the Czechs) supposed that the Czechs should speak fluent German or at least understand the language. As there is broad consensus on this implicit norm, in the overwhelming majority of cases the supposition is automatic. It showed in how the asymmetry was not commented upon and the language of contact was mentioned only when speaking about something else, often about a good (first extract) or poor (second extract) ability to communicate: Another reason to view someone positively was when the Germans were willing to communicate, ignoring the grammatical mistakes made by the Czech side, as in the following extract for instance, even although the Czech participant was helping the German woman in giving her the directions she needed and moreover, was able to do so in the native language of the tourist:
The German behaved in a very friendly way, she was willing to communicate with me regardless of my non-grammatical German. I was behaving in a friendly way, the lady wanted to know which route to take to get to Pravčická brána [a doorway in the rock] and how many kilometres she would have to go. I gave her the wrong answer and the lady understood that I meant 60 and not 6 kilometres, so we had a good laugh together, too. (CZ>DE 1284) Neither of these last two interactions happened in Germany, one was somewhere abroad and the other was in the Czech Republic, so there was no real reason to speak German.
The possibility that both sides might speak Czech together was not really taken into account in most cases. There were only a few exceptions and only one of them among the German open statements.
Some kind of appeal for justice in the use of language for communication was found in only two Czech statements (which suggested that the language of the country where the participants are physically located at the time should be chosen). Although their statements seemed quite radical in their emphasis of justice, in both of them the demand that Germans should communicate in Czech in the Czech Republic was discursively weakened. In the first case it was done through the adjective a little bit and the use of the verb to make an effort to communicate instead of simply to communicate:
The only thing about them that perhaps annoys me is their loudness, their expansionism and last but not least the fact that if they want to come here then they should make a little bit of an effort to communicate in Czech (…) (CZ>DE 1274) In the second case it was also done through the verb to make an effort, but the statement also included an alternative solution as if the speaker was very well aware that the demand was quite unrealistic-the Germans need not learn Czech, but at least they should show some appreciation of those who communicate with them in German: In this last extract it can be seen how the unwillingness to use another language and the unwillingness to understand imperfect German were construed in a relationship with arrogance. In her story this had a clear consequence-the participant explained that this was the reason for her unwillingness to communicate with Germans again. But after this generalized negative judgement the participant relativized it, when she mentioned another, clearly smaller group-a few wonderful Germans-with whom she had a friendly relationship. The conclusion of the statement thus favoured an individualized approach towards the members of the other national group, even if the statement started by negatively judging the Germans as a whole.
In all these statements there were no clear signs as to whether some Germans had in fact demanded all these things of the Czechs in relation to their use of German during the contact-theoretically, this could simply have been a subjective impression from the Czech side. The participant ended her narrative abruptly with the punch line; she apparently did not feel any need to describe her feelings, possibly because she was counting on the fact that her attitude would be generally shared and that the alleged request by the German couple would also be understood as being completely inappropriate and excessive by the researchers to whom the answer in the questionnaire was directed.
Another Czech participant summed the situation up laconically by saying: "The language barrier poses a problem, but the German thinks the other person is to be blamed not them" (CZ>DE 1196) . In other open statements where the participants referred to similar experiences where they were explicitly requested to communicate in German they also clearly stated their emotional response-they reported not liking such behaviour, that they were annoyed by it, infuriated. By contrast, attempts by Germans to speak Czech, even although they consisted of only a few words, were evaluated very positively. In some statements, it was enough for the Germans to greet the person in Czech or to use a few basic phrases, for them to be viewed positively but nevertheless, such cases appeared to be very sporadic because this situation was referred to in only 3 out of the 210 Czech open statements.
But there still remained a striking asymmetry between the demand for more or less fluent German on the Czech side and the enthusiasm caused by a few Czech words on the German side. We interpreted this distinction in terms of a substantial asymmetry in the importance of one national group for the other, which could be shown systematically in the empirical findings from both sides of the border concerning many facets of the contact situations (see, for instance, more details about the kind of situations in which Czechs and Germans met and their respective roles, in Petrjánošová 2012).
Czechs and Austrians-"she was speaking slowly and clearly so I could understand her"
Czechs and Austrians, like Czechs and Germans, mostly communicated in German, but the participants also referred to communication in Czech (very rarely and it was only a few words), in English, with gestures or not at all. Only participants from the Czech side opted for "not at all" when explaining that they did not interact with the Austrians at all because they could not speak German. That was an attention-grabbing finding concerning the circumstances that made whatever contact possible in the eyes of one of the sides.
But these categories so far this article has only concerned explicitly mentioned languages-quite often there was no specific language mentioned. We assume that is because according to the participants it was a priori clear from the context, as in the following extract:
(... ) I asked an Austrian woman who was working in the front garden of her house. She was an elderly woman and she very obligingly explained to me how to get to the train. She spoke slowly and clearly so I could understand her. (CZ>AU 484)
Thus, exactly in the same way as in the German-Czech statements, the fact of speaking one or other language was often mentioned in passing when commenting on the quality of communication or of the contact in general-for instance, when the Czechs explained how well the communication had gone because the Austrians had spoken slowly (in German) or when the Austrians explained how badly the communication had gone because they had not been understood (in German).
The expectations about the language of contact of both sides were in the vast majority of cases the same-they assumed that the communication was going to be in German. There were very rare instances when someone thought about the communication language (either the two national languages or English, seen as a universal language today) in a "democratic way". Supposedly because of this asymmetry, the theme of language was more important for the Czechs who were at a disadvantage and thus, exactly as in the statements about the Czech-German contact, they introduced the theme more often and elaborated it more thoroughly.
We found two different reactions to situations in which knowledge of the foreign language was obviously unevenly spread. Some participants reported these situations in a positive context, where the superior knowledge of the one side was balanced out by understanding and tolerance of the other side: In this extract the young Austrian woman could have expressed acknowledgment of the fact that the Czech student spoke her (the Austrian's) native language so well, but instead she criticized her attempt to speak German as beautifully as possible (presumably standard and not colloquial German).
In the same way several Austrian participants complained about how the Czechs did not have a perfect command of German grammar or of the local dialect, and several Czechs complained about high expectations from the Austrian side. In several cases the contact occurred on the Austrian side of the border and thus the expectation that communication would take place in perfect German was somehow understandable, but according to the open statements of our participants this expectation did not change when the contact took place on the Czech side. Especially in these cases the participants often intertwined the theme of German as the communication language with negative emotions and with a negative evaluation of the other side. On the other hand, if Austrians tried to speak Czech, it was always evaluated very positively, even if their knowledge meant only a few words, exactly like in the Czech-German contact.
Czechs and all their neighbours
Although these features within each neighbouring nation pair could probably have been captured in a smaller study, the scope of our research has meant that we have gained a unique opportunity to obtain a broader context than simply two nations. In the next section we attempt to compare the specifics in two triads, unsurprisingly grouped together according to language use; while the trio of Czechs, Poles and Slovaks mainly communicated together in their native languages; Czechs, Germans and Austrians communicated mostly in German.
Czech-Polish and Czech-Slovak communication
The common linguistic background of the respondents from the Czech Republic, Slovakia and Poland was the basis for several features common to the Czech-Polish and Slovak-Czech communication. The most obvious was the possibility of communicating in their own languages, i.e. Slovaks talking to Czechs using Slovak, Poles talking Polish to Czechs and vice versa-a basic level of understanding could be assumed for any of the combinations.
7 Sample extracts of descriptions of similar situations have been presented in the sections above dealing with specific features in each pair of neighbours; in this section we draw attention to other statements, linked to another common phenomenon. Although Czech, Slovak and Polish belong to a single family, they are nonetheless different languages, and therefore the most common similar comments were those that compared meanings of similar words and mutual learning of new vocabulary: This widespread awareness of the common language origins was all that was common for the Czech-Slovak-Polish triad. We have already described what was specific to the Czech and Polish, and Czech and Slovak pairs. What follows is a socio-cultural commentary useful for understanding what is particular to each pair of neighbours. We begin with a brief explanation as to why Czechs claim that they understand Polish better than Poles understand Czech, then we shall outline the general background of the "Czechophilia" in Poland and explain why Polish seems to be very funny to Czechs-and vice versa.
The fact that Czech respondents believe that they understand Polish far better than Poles understand Czech may be down to the important role played by various factors of a sociolinguistic nature. First of all, there is relatively widespread knowledge of Slovak in the Czech Republic because of the former common federative state -and knowledge of another Slavic language enhances understanding of any other language from the same group. Secondly, written Polish looks relatively "harmless" to Czechs; Polish contains several letters that have accents above them. These are similar to the accents used in Czech, and therefore they do not give the impression of a "foreign language". 8 In fact it is only the graphemes "ą" and "ę" that Czechs are usually unfamiliar with; in contrast, written Czech with all its "hooks" and "circles" looks rather intimidating to Poles who are not used to so many accents above the letters. Additionally, Polish reminds many Czechs of old Czech (the reverse is true but less so).
Our material has been collected mainly in the borderlands; although logically living in the borderland should have a positive impact on a person's knowledge of their neighbours' language on both sides of the border, this was not the case. For a possible explanation of why this might be so it is necessary to return to the days when our participants, mainly students now, were children. Polish TV broadcasted popular programs, such as American movies that were not to be found on Czech channels, and thus provided quite effective lessons of Polish, alongside the normal, daily contact: 9 8 That impression persists till they realize that that the accent means something different: a typical example is Polish "ó"-Czechs treat this as they would the similar Czech grapheme and read it as a longer "o" [o:], while in Polish it has to be read as [u] . 9 It worked in the opposite direction as well-Poles usually watched sport programmes-but watching their neighbours' TV channels was less popular in Poland than in the Czech Republic. The authors Since I live in Ostrava, a few kilometres from Poland, talking to Polish people seems completely normal to me. As a child I watched Polish TV series and good-night cartoons with absolute sense of normality. (CZ>PL 58) But above all, the differences in the comments by Polish respondents can be explained primarily by the extraordinary popularity of the Czech Republic in Poland today. Many literary works have been translated, the "Czech movie" has become an icon, all Czech concerts are sold out. Pubs and literary cafes open up, whose names refer to the Czech Republic 10 and Czech products are very popular-not only beer, but also Krtek (a cartoon figure, a small mole) or lentilky (former Czechoslovak sweeties like M&Ms). Dozens of blogs have been generated, whose authors and contributors enthusiastically share their experiences of visiting their southern neighbours and comment on the current political and especially cultural events taking place there. This situation can be observed in the Polish streets but it is "confirmed" by the findings of statistical investigation; based on public opinion polls, the Czechs were the most popular nation for Poles, not only at the time of data collection in 2009, but also four years later, at the time of writing this article. Just to compare-according to the last public opinion survey in the Czech Republic, Poles come ninth in Czech estimations of their affinity with other nationalities-after the Slovak Republic, France, Sweden, Italy, Austria, Great Britain, USA, Japan and Germany (Buchtík 2012) .
The popularity of the Czech Republic in Poland helps us understand why Poles stressed their common origins more often than their southern neighbours did and why they evaluated Czechs far more positively than vice versa.
11 Nationwide "Czechophilia" undoubtedly strengthened the emotional component of Polish attitudes to Czechs and somewhat simplified their view of them. It could explain much of the generally very positive "content" as well as the emotional form of the Polish statements, especially compared to the more factual descriptions written by Czech respondents. As regards the mutually perceived ridiculousness of Polish (for Czechs) and Czech (for Poles), we have already mentioned the Czechs' impression that Polish sometimes sounds like a kind of outdated version of Czech-and vice versa. In addition, people from both countries note specific features in their neighbours' language. For Czechs there is the question of Polish pronunciation-hence the popular Pšonci [pshontsi] nickname for Poles, indicating "rustling" sounds like "sz" [sh] or "cz" [tsh] , which the Czechs feel is very conspicuous. On the other hand, Czech words ending with "-ik", -iček" [itshek], -ička [itshka], typically diminutives, remind Poles of the language used in communicating with young children, where almost every noun is transformed into are not aware of any analyses on watching Czech and Polish TV in Poland and Czechoslovakia in the 1980s; our hypothesis is based mostly on personal experience gained over a life-time of living and communicating with people from both countries. 10 E.g. "Czeski Film" (Czech Movie) or "Czeski Raj" (Czech Paradise) in Wrocław, "Czuły Barbarzyńca" (The Gentle Barbarian, a reference to the title of a novel by the famous Czech author Bohumil Hrabal, original title "Něžný barbar") in Warszawa and Kraków. 11 There is more on the attitude of Czech respondents to Poles in the article "I was expecting her to be fanatic Catholic, but she was not. How International Exchange Programmes Reduce Prejudices" something "little"-hence Pepik 12 , Pepiczek, Pepiki as a label for somebody from the Czech Republic. And there is a traditional source of merriness in Czech-Polish communication caused by "false friends", pairs of very similar, or even the same, words with different meaning in both languages-the basis of many popular jokes.
In general, in predicting the future development of mutual understanding in native language use between Poles and Czechs, we might suggest that the situation emphasised by the Czech participants (Czechs understand Polish better than Poles understand Czech) will probably change. If fewer and fewer Czechs have a sufficient understanding of Slovak (see below) to help them to understand Polish and there are fewer well-educated Czech scholars with a good knowledge of Polish, and at the same time there are growing numbers of Czech language students in Poland-then the situation will probably become more balanced within a short time.
In the case of Czechs and Slovaks the most important role is played by the shared political past and by the current way culture "functions", for instance, the book markets of the two states still partly overlap. As mentioned above, in the past communication in the federal state worked on the principle of perceptive bilingualism, bilingual communication (Nábělková 2008 ) and the assumption that everybody could understand the language of the other national group, because of the kinship of the languages and because of frequent everyday contact with the other language. Nonetheless Slovaks were exposed to Czech more than vice versa. Both languages were used on TV and the radio, but not to the same extent and, above all, there were always many more books in Czech than in Slovak. This is one of the differences which became entrenched following the dissolution of the common state. The Czech market is simply bigger (there are 10 million Czechs and only 5 million Slovaks) and in today's era where economics and profit govern it is sometimes not profitable for a publisher to publish the same book translated into Slovak if it has been already translated into Czech-the Czech translation is also sold in Slovakia. Moreover, many Slovak readers prefer Czech translations, for instance from German, and so sometimes books are available in Slovakia in both translations. They can be found on display at the bookshop lying next to each other and both sell well. But the authors of this article cannot remember having seen a Slovak and a Czech translation lying next to each other in a Czech bookstore. Also Slovak authors are automatically translated into Czech so they can be offered to Czech readers and Czech authors in Slovakia are simply available in Czech. There is a sad aspect to this pragmatic economic consequence. The current situation may start a vicious circle, where Czechs do not understand Slovak well and therefore the commercial thinking of booksellers makes translating Slovak authors necessary, and so Czechs have once again one less opportunity to be exposed to Slovak and so their understanding will not improve and the books will need to be translated in the future as well…
On the other hand, Nábělková (2008) stresses that the large number of Slovak students at Czech universities is having an impact on contemporary spoken Czech to the extent that many Slovak words have now been incorporated. They are either simply adopted as they are or are altered slightly, for instance, given Czech endings. But we assume that this impact is minor compared to that of Czech literature and Czech translations on knowledge of Czech in Slovakia. However, we hope that the current popularity of Slovak music (especially pop music) in the Czech Republic will help preserve the passive understanding of Slovak.
Czech-Austrian and Czech-German communication
German was the dominant language of contact in communication between Czechs and both their German-speaking neighbours according to our analysis of open statements on experiences with people from the other side of the border. This asymmetry was mostly not commented upon at all and expected almost automatically both by Austrians and Germans as well as by the Czechs themselves.
Almost nobody considered the possibility of communicating together in Czech. One of the very rare exceptions was a German female participant who expressed regret about the impossibility of speaking together in either of the two languages: If this asymmetry in language use was commented upon, it was almost always from the Czech side and almost always in an emotional context-references to dissatisfaction with the choice of contact language were connected to themes of subjectively perceived Austrian or German superiority within the broader perspective of their more general negative evaluation.
Typically the theme of contact language choice was anchored in a complex narrative where several rather different themes intersected. For example in the next extract the participant connected the automatic use of German on Czech territory with the subjectively perceived superiority of Austrians and to back up this line of argument she used the discursively very intuitive example of the "sharp contrast" between nice Austrian towns and the (supposedly not-nice) behaviour of Austrians towards Czechs, which she illustrated by citing "an Austrian guy" whom she could finally ridicule: (...) This participant used reported speech as a rhetorical device to create an opportunity to portray this particular Austrian man (and partly also other Austrians) as bad-mannered as well as blind to social and economic inequalities rather than simply describing him as such.
Czechs and their four neighbours
We mentioned above how in some cases in the contact between Czechs and Slovaks the non-understanding of the Czech side was described as deliberate (not enough effort was made or there was insufficient good will to understand) and evaluated in very negative terms. Under these circumstances the participants explained it in terms of arrogance and inequality. We would like to point out that these statements about arrogance revealed in the non-use of the other's language on the part of the Czechs as narrated by Slovak participants are very much alike the statements narrated by Czech participants about the, alleged, arrogant nonuse of Czech by Germans or Austrians.
Discussion and conclusions
In this article we have showed how the participants from the Czech Republic and its neighbouring national states-Austria, Germany, Poland and Slovakia-spoke about language use in intergroup contact with the Others from the other side of the border and how the theme of language was intertwined with other questions of status, identity and equality.
There are many objective differences between the Czech Republic and its neighbours, for example, the size of the land mass, the number of inhabitants, and GDP. But as Holly et al. (2003) mention, there are always other, less obvious, asymmetries as well. Analysing the language use between the Czechs and their neighbours we worked with the less objective, less obvious ones. One example could be asymmetries concerning semantic constructions and mental maps of nation states that can be revealed in qualitative rather than quantitative analysis. They are connected to stereotypes about the individual's own and other (national) groups, including emotional and evaluative elements. But people rarely address such sensitive topics directly and instead of making explicit comparisons they prefer to compare things covertly, by voicing their thoughts about one side and referring only implicitly to the other for instance. 13 At the same time, most people do not talk about these things in neutral terms but in contextual terms. Being members of either the advantaged or the disadvantaged group they express feelings of superiority or inferiority and cope with these perceived asymmetries in different ways. For example, some asymmetries linked to language competence were ignored (for example, Germans and Austrians apparently ignoring the fact that they do not speak Czech, but Czechs stressing how they always have to speak German), others were explained away (for instance, Germans saying that Czech is too complicated and that this is why they do not study it), in yet other cases compensatory explanations were employed or things approached in a non-conflictual way (for example, Czechs stressing the good will of Germans in speaking German slowly, so they could understand, etc., see more details in Holly et al. 2003) .
One of the asymmetries mentioned above is the different status ascribed to the specific languages (for more details, see Appel, Muysken 2006) . For example, German being a "strong" language, is used by people in several nation states with large populations, which are also economically very advanced and so it has high status and people from the Czech Republic are mostly willing to study and speak it. On the other hand, German-speaking neighbours do not ordinarily study Czech, which has a lower status. In terms of language attitudes in particular, people from the Czech Republic consider German to be useful rather than beautiful or easy, and German-speaking neighbours consider Czech to be very complicated. As Czech has lower status, it seems it is less important and without a specific question in our questionnaire on this the Austrians and Germans did not elaborate more on the extent of its beauty or usefulness, as if they did not think about it at all.
The situation is different between nations speaking languages from the same language family who can understand each other, to some extent at least. Nevertheless, it seems that in the case of Czechs and Slovaks it is Czech that has the higher status. Czechs and Slovaks mostly communicate in their native languages, but if there is a need to switch to one language to be understood (sometimes in general, sometimes only for some words) the switch is always to Czech. Also, in general, Slovaks are much more willing to read in Czech than vice versa. Both nations praise the language of the Other as being melodic and beautiful, but it is much stronger on the Czech side (perhaps as a compensation measure?). Czechs and Poles also communicate mostly in their native languages, but it is the Czechs who think they understand the other language better and it is the Poles who are willing to study the other language, despite the fact that Poland is much larger and more populated. In terms of language attitudes in particular, both national groups describe the other language as funny (but not negatively so).
Another theme intertwined with language use is the construction of (national) group identities. When looking at how the participants ascribed identities, it is important to know that the borders between the national states and between the linguistic groups in the area of our research were clear cut in all four borderlands. At the same time, national borders and language use area borders mostly overlapped. In this situation it was understandable that in their statements the participants did in fact construe membership in ethnic groups and the borders between them through language-when someone spoke (perfect) German in the German-Czech borderlands, without thinking about it that person was categorized as being German.
And what about the perceived "social" borders between "us" and "them"? We mentioned above that Slovaks and Czechs explained that because of the familiarity of the other language they do not see it as a "real foreign language" and the other nation as "real foreigners". The effect was even stronger when we compared our two triads -the way in which neighbours were perceived was definitely not the same in both groups. While for Czechs all their neighbours were Others to some extent, Austrians and Germans were quite clearly strongly perceived as Others, as "they-neighbours" (see, Kłoskowska 2005) , Poles and Slovaks were considered less as Others and more as "we-neighbours" (ibid.).
14 The connection between how neighbours are perceived and the possibility of understanding their language is obvious. The language family border seems to be more important than the state border in this case.
In conclusion, we would like to come back to Whorf's statement (ibid.) about language that we cited at the beginning of this article. Our comparisons of the Czechs-Slovaks-Poles and Czechs-Germans-Austrians clearly show a connection between possible native language use (that is the possibility of being more or less understood by the neighbour) and a feeling of proximity. As shown above, when the native language could not be used, the possibility of deeper understanding, as described by Whorf, decreased and almost automatically people began to be divided into "us" and "them" categories. For Czechs, Slovaks and Poles, the rare ability to communicate with each other using their own native language reinforces the impression of closeness and understanding, and this should be supported in every possible way 15 . The simple opportunity to understand one other while chatting in a bar, or being able to treat a neighbour's language as a sure source of (good-natured) laughter seems to be much needed ground for mutual understanding between national groups at the individual level.
